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Nelson Miles and the Twilight
of the Old Army
ROBERT WOOSTER

The United States army of the post-Civil War era .included a diverse
array of individuals who defy stereotyping. Assisting the non-Indian
occupation of the American West was only one of the army's responsibilities; in' a time of limited federal government, the army also assumed a number of non-military tasks. It would be a mistake, therefore,
to claim that any individual completely represented the eclectic interests of these soldiers. However, certain themes-struggles for promotion, conflicts between West Pointers and non-academy men,
perceptions of Indians, lack of strategic vision, and keen interest in
land speculation, railroads, and scientific development being but a
few-were common to many officers in what Edward Coffman has
called "the old army." Although it would be incorrect to personify this
complex organization in a single figure, the career, beliefs, and interests
of Nelson Appleton Miles, veteran of over forty years' military service,
Robert Wooster is associate professor of history in Corpus Christi State University.
Author of two books on the frontier army, he is currently writing a biography of Nelson
A. Miles.
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General Nelson A. Miles. Courtesy Amon Carter Museum, Fort Worth, Texas.
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in many ways parallel the glories and failures of the nineteenth~century
army.l
Miles was born on August 8, 1839, near Westminster, Massachusetts to parents of modest means. Like many young children, he played
games of action, war, and adventure. He moved to Boston and took a
job in a crockery store on the eve of the Civil War. A burgeoning interest
in military affairs led him to hire a special tutor. With the onset of war,
Miles spent $1,000 given to him by his father, raised $2,500 more, and
formed a company of volunteers. Not surprisingly, his troops elected
him captain. Miles found his niche in the army. A member of the Army
of the Potomac, he served in ev~ry major battle on the eastern front
except First Bull Run and Gettysburg. In the process, he received four
wounds and subsequently received the Medal of Honor. 2
Miles certainly looked the popular hero. Tall, broad shouldered,
powerfully built, with intense blue eyes and jaunty moustache, he cut
a dashing figure in his blue and gold uniform with his chest full of
glittering buttons and medals. Having earned the respect of his peers,
he served as jailor to the recently captured Jefferson Davis. Many roundly
criticized his sensational decision to chain one of Davis' ankles for five
days; it would not be the last time he hit the front pages of American
newspapers.
1. A number of outstanding works have revitalized scholarship on the frontier
military experience. See particularly Robert M. Utley, Frontier Regulars: The United States
Army and the Indian, 1866-1891 (New York: Macmillan, 1973); Edward M. Coffman, The
Old Army: A Portrait of the American Army in Peacetime, 1784-1898 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986); and Paul Andrew Hutton, Phil Sheridan and His Army (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1985). Paul Andrew Hutton has also edited a fine ,volume
of essays, Soldiers West: Biographies from the Military Frontier (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987). Thomas C. Leonard, Above the Ba"ttle: War-Making in America from
Appomattox to Versailles (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), is also valuable.
2. Nelson A: Miles compiled two autobiographies, Personal Recollections And Observations of General Nelson A. Miles: Embracing A Brief View Of The Civil War Or From New
England To The Golden Gate And The Story Of His Indian Campaigns With Comments On
The Exploration, Development and Progress Of Our Great Western Empire (Chicago: Werner
Company, 1896); and Serving the Republic: Memoirs of the Civil and Military Life of Nelson
A. Miles (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1911); as well as a shorter account, Military
Europe: A Narrative of Personal Observation and Personal Experience (New York: Doubleday
and McClure Company, 1898). Virginia Weisel Johnson, The Un'regimented General: A
Biography of Nelson A. Miles (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1962), is uncritical but helpful;
Newton F. Tolman, The Search for General Miles (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1968),
seems more interested in blasting historians than capturing' the subject; Peter R.
DeMontravel, "The Career of Lieutenant General Nelson A. Miles from the Civil War
through the Indian Wars" (doctoral dissertation, St. John's University, 1983), is incomplete. The best account is by Robert M. Utley, "Nelson A. Miles," Hutton, ed., Soldiers
West.
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Relived from this thankless task, Miles received the colonelcy of
the Fortieth Infantry Regiment and briefly headed the Freedman's
Bureau in North Carolina. From there he was transferred to the Fifth
Infantry and went west, fighting in the Red River War, the Great Sioux
War, the Nez Perce conflict, the Bannock campaign, the Apache struggles of 1886, and the Ghost Dance outbreak. In 1895, Miles became
commanding general of the United States army. During the SpanishAmerican War, he led the invasion of Puerto Rico before retiring in
1903 at age sixty-four. Still vigorous, 'the general mounted a disastrously
unsuccessful campaign for the presidency the following year, helped
to make a western movie in 1913, volunteered for service in Russia
during the First World War, and generally did everything he could to
remain before the public eye until his death in 1925.
Throughout his long military service, Miles compiled an outstanding battlefield record. Arguably, he may be considered the finest Indian
fighter the United States has ever known. While showcasing his military abilities, however, Miles displayed a darker side of his persona,
that of a contentious, egotistical, ambitious officer who refused to give
credit to others when due. Warned William Sherman, one of Miles'
allies, "General Miles is too apt to mistake the dictates of his personal
ambition for wisdom and I am sorry to say that he is not just and fair
to his comrades and superiors. He will absorb all power to himself ...
if not supervised and checked."3
That ambitious officers of the post-Civil War army spent inordinate
amounts of time in seeking advancement is understandable, considering the slow and uncertain promotion process. Men accustomed to
meteoric promotion and leading tens of thousan,ds of men into battle
found conducting company drills on an isolated frontier post as a
captain difficult to accept. Miles, for one, can never be accused of failing
to grasp the importance of promotion. His efforts to win favor were
renowned; sighed one disgruntled rival: "I had no hopes of beating
Miles, he has made a business of looking after the advancement of
himself." Although his marriage was more than simply a political alliance, he chose his bride carefully. In a glittering ceremony, he wed
Mary Sherman, niece of General William T. Sherman and Senator John
Sherman. 4
3. William T. Sherman to Philip H. Sheridan, July 19,- 1879, William 1. Sherman
Papers, microfilm roll 45, Library of Congress. See also Sheridan's response of July 21,
1879, ibid., roll 26.
4. David S. Stanley to John Schofield, April 14, 1889, box 42, Special Correspondence, John Schofield Papers, Library of Congress (hereafter cited as Schofield Papers).
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In seeking higher rank, Miles, like many of his peers, was not
afraid to antagonize others if the need arose. Miles furthermore believed that his rivals were just as ruthless as he, a perception probably
arising from a bitter Civil War experience, in which political considerations prevented him from immediately securing his initial rank as
captain of volunteers. He had asked Aifred Terry to serve as best man
in his wedding; two decades later, he confided that "I have good reason
for having no respect for him." Adjutant General Richard C. Drum "is
my personal enemy"; Lieutenant General Phil Sheridan pushed legislation which was "an insult and an outrage" against his interests.
Miles' 1886 claim that his enemies "have been using the most desperate
measures to distort the truth" neatly summed up his insecurities. 5
Perhaps most unseemly was Miles' break with his former patron,
General Oliver Otis Howard, the one-armed "praying general." The
two had formed a strong friendship during the Civil War, and were
both generally perceived as having sympathies toward the Indians. But
.while Howard failed to enlarge his reputation during the wars with
the Indians, Miles' star shone ever more brightly. The spl~t began when
Miles withheld recognition of Howard's contributions during the Nez
Perce campaign of 1877. Smarting from this snub, Howard, at. least
according to Miles, later made life difficult for him by ordering an
"unusual" inspection of his headquarters in 1887. Howard claimed to
have had nothing to do with the spot inspection. The insensitive Miles
promptly reminded Howard that he had held Howard's shattered arm
while it was being amputated after the Battle of Fair Oaks. 6
In his incessant quest for higher rank, Miles often became entangled in arguments over the merits of West Point training. Miles, in
accord with many fellow non-West Pointers and former volunteers in
the frontier army, remained skeptical about the value of military training in the classroom. Blasting the misplaced "theories in peace" of
5. Miles to John Sherman, December 19, 1887, box 419, John Sherman Papers,
Library of Congress (first quotation); Miles to Edward Ross, October 1, 1886, Nelson A.
Miles Collection (hereafter cited as Miles Collection), United States Military History
Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania (second quotation); Miles to John Sherman,
March 19, 1888, box 435, John Sherman Papers, Library of Congress (third quotation);
Miles to George Baird, October 9, 1886, Miscellaneous Manuscripts, Beinecke Library,
Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut (fourth quotation).
6. For the Miles-Howard dispute, see particularly the following exchange: ·Miles to
Oliver O. Howard, September 26, 1887, Oliver O. Howard Papers (hereafte·r cited as
Howard Papers), Bowdoin College Library, Brunswick, Maine (quotation); Howard to
Miles, September 29, 1887, box 2, Miles Papers, Library of Congress (hereafter cited as
Miles Papers); Miles to Howard, October 11, 1887, Howard Papers; Miles to Howard,
January 26, 1888, Miles Collection.
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"academics," Miles preferred practical experience. Of course, this attitude ultimately placed him squarely against the reform-minded Secretary of War Elihu Root, who sought to expand the army's postgraduate centers in order to provide qualified personnel for his proposed general staff. Miles opposed the Root education reforms; while
admitting that new schools were probably necessary, he worked (unsuccessfully) to place them under the direct control of his office. 7
Assorted other traits also placed Miles solidly within the tradition
of the frontier regulars. Land speculation, political involvement, and
an interest in railroads were not unique to the army after the Civil War,
but do reflect certain facets generally associated with that force. Like
many of his poorly paid colleagues, Miles speculated widely in western
land. And as was common for the period, Miles took an active if ineffectual role in politics. As did his uncle, William Sherman, Miles
understood the importance of railroads to western development, the
army, and personal gain. He thus promoted friendly relations with a
number of prominent railway officials. 8
Few officers were satisfied with the army's situation in the west.
High desertion rates, loneliness, boredom, chronic alcoholism, poor
food, and substandard quarters had a devastating effect on morale.
Miles suggested a number of changes to alleviate these conditions.
7. Miles to Secretary of War, April 26, 1900, Miles Collection (quotations); Miles to
Elihu Root, November 22, 1901, Miles Collection; Root to Joseph Wheeler, December 10,
1901, box 23, Elihu Root Papers, Library of Congress (hereafter cited as Root Papers);
Orison Swett Marden, ed., Little Visits with Great Americans; or Success Ideals and How to
Attain Them (New York: The Success Company, 1903), 192. See also "Report on Massachusetts Volunteer Militia," January 1905, Miles Collection; ~nd Timothy K. Nenninger,
The Leavenworth Schools and the Old Army: Education, Professionalism, and tlte Officer Corps
. of the United States Army, 1881-1918 (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1978), 53;
F. Barlow to C. Codman, January 29, 1886, Record Group 94, microfilm edition M 1064,
roll 525, Adjutant General's Office, Letters Received, National Archives, Washington;
New York Times, June 19, 1896.
8. For examples of land deals, see Miles to Russell A. Alger, August 21, 1891, Russell
A. Alger Papers, William Clements Library, Ann Arbor, Michigan (hereafter cited as
Alger Papers); Miles to Frank D. Baldwin, May 11, 1878, box 16, Frank D. Baldwin
Papers, Huntington Library, San Marino, California; Miles to Schofield, April 29, 1870,
Private File, box 37, Schofield Papers. Political associations are described in Robert
Wooster, The Military and United States Indian Policy, 1865-1903 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 73-110. On Miles' political ineptitude, see Daniel Lamont to Miles,
February 11, 1895, box 2, Miles Papers, Library of Congress; Henry W. Walker, "The
Trail of the Tammany Tiger," Saturday Evening Post 186 (April 4, 1914), 20. Examples of
his connections with railroad officials may be found in Frederick Billings to Miles, March
29, August 5, 1880, box 1, Miles Papers; Jerry M. Cooper, The Army and Civil Disorder:
Federal Military Intervention in Labor Disputes, 1877-1900 (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1980), 155.

ROBERT WOOSTER

39

Never afraid to give himself credit, Miles claimed to have "established
the first military gymnasium" in the winter of 1873-74. He also sought
to improve training and efficiency, organizing regular field exercises.
Joining another popular movement, Miles asserted that he and a fellow
officer had convinced President Rutherford B. Hayes to prohibit the
sale of hard liquor on army posts in 1881. Miles continued to press for
prohibitionist reforms in the early twentieth century. 9
Miles' views of Indians also paralleled those of officers professing
sympathy for the plight of the tribes. Aware of the destitution on many
reservations, he wanted to root out corruption within the Indian service. Echoing a popular army complaint, he called for the Indian Bureau's return to the War Department. He opposed outright extermination,
championing the right of the Nez Perce to return from the Indian
territory to the Pacific Northwest. Miles also claimed that he removed
Geronimo from Arizona in 1886 in order to protect the warriors from
the wrath of angry territorial citizens. lO
Despite such professions, Miles never accepted Indians as he found
them. Following the lead of contemporary anthropologists such as
Lewis Henry Morgan, he perceived a "marked distinction between the
civilized being and the real savage." Critics charged that Miles misled
Geronimo and would do anything in~is power, including cheating
Indians, to advance his own reputation. Wh~tever the case, Miles thought
tha t the government had every right to move Indians from their homelands while educators and missionaries performed their expected magic
among the tribes. In the meantime, reservations should be broken up
and small parcels distributed to individual Indian families, with excess
lands sold to new settlers. In this fashion, the Indian territory, formerly
"a block in the pathway of civilization" occupied by "a mongrel race,"
could be opened for white settlement. Miles, like most reformers in
and out of the military, saw little value in Indian culture except as a
novelty of things past, to be displayed in circuses before gawking
crowds. 11
9. Miles, Seroing the Republic, 143 (quotation); Washington Evening Star, January 1,
1897; Miles, Personal Recollections, 538; "Miles on' Prohibition," in Miles Collection; New
York Times. July 8, 1915.
10. Miles to Howard, May 26, 1875, Howard Papers; Eli L. Huggins to Sister and
Home Folks, January 31, 1891, Eli L. Huggins Papers, Bancroft Library, University of
California,·Berkeley; Miles to Rutherford B. Hayes, January 28, 1881, Rutherford B. Hayes
Papers, Hayes Library, Fremont, Ohio; Miles to Secretary of the Interior, April 7, 1900,
Miles Collection; Miles to Baird, October 9, 1886, Miscellaneous Correspondence, Beinecke Library.
H. Nelson A. Miles, "Our Indian Question," Journal of the Military Service Institution
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Yet Miles defies easy categorization. His keen interest in technological advances belies attempts to stereotype the proud general as
parochial or unimaginative. He pioneered the use of heliograph communication in the Pacific Northwest as well as in Arizona. One of the
few frontier commanders to effectively use artillery against Indians,
Miles kept up with developments in heavy weapons throughout his
life. He recognized that improved firepower made traditione;t.l cavalry
units obsolete. His final recommendations as commanding general suggested that troops equipped with bicycles, automobiles, and motorcycles replace many cavalry regiments. He seemed particularly keen
on the bicycle. In 1897, he declared that "whoever first places 25,000
or 50,000 men on bicycles in the next war will have a decided advantage
over his opponent." And in 1925, Miles testified before the congressional committee investigating the Billy Mitchell controversy, a convert
to the importance of aviation. 12 ,
Miles' fascination with technology did not mean, ho~ever, that
he accurately anticipated the horrors of the early twentieth-century
battlefield. Rather, his interest in new machinery seems akin to that
of a young boy with a shiny new toy. Visions of the proud general
careening about on his bicycle or whizzing past befuddled onlookers
in his new automobile present an easily overlooked side of Nelson
Miles. He saw machine guns as artillery weapons and opposed the
creation of experimental machine gun detachments. His views on the
size and composition of the regular army reflected his Civil War and
frontier experiences, and never took into account the mass armies of
the coming decades. Calling up traditional theories, he advised
congressional committees in 1916 that the standing army be a skeleton
of the United States 2 (number 7, 1881), 280 (first quotation); H. W. Daly to Charles
Gatewood, May 15, 1925, Charles Gatewood Collection, Arizona Historical Society, Tucson; George Crook to Howard, February 27, 1890, George Crook Papers, Hayes Library;
Henry E.Fritz, The Movement for Indian Assimilation, 1860-1890 (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1963), 124; Report of Miles, September 12, Annual Report of the
Secretary of War, [1885) (4 volumes, Washington, 1886), 153-54 (second and third quotations); New York Times, October 22, 1890.
12. Miles to Assistant Adjutant General, September 21, 1884, Letters Sent, volume
3, Department of the of Columbia, Record Group 393, National Archives; Miles, Personal
Recollections, 481-84; Robert M. Stegmaier, "Artillery Helped Win the West," Kansas Quarterly 10 (Summer 1978), 71-72; Miles to Sherman, July 8, 1876, roll 23, Sherman Papers;
Report of Miles, September 14, Annual Report of Secretary' of War (1891) (5 volumes,
Washington, 1892); Miles to Adjutant General, August 25, 1894, Miscellaneous Manuscripts, New York Historical Society, New York; Miles, Military Europe, 111-12 (quotation);
Miles to Secretary of War, August 7, 1903, Miles Collection; New York Times, August 28,
1903, March 3, 1925, and May 16, 1925.
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force of 100,000 to 150,000, to be filled out to 400,000 in times of emergency.13
Even in his mid-seventies, Miles was not blind to the realities of
the First World War. But certain nineteenth-century principles dominated his thinking. Always an advocate of esprit de corps and the
volunteer spirit, he vigorously opposed conscription. "You can't Ger-"
manize the American people," he exclaimed to a fellow opponent of
the draft. "1 was glad to see that you opposed that miscalled-continental-by-eonscription-germanic-goosestep army." And like the ill-fated
French in 1914, whose obsession with elan and the attack nearly lost
them the war, he argued that should the United States enter the European conflict, "the quickest way to end wars is [an] effective, strong,
offensive campaign."14
The general's inability or unwillingness to cooperate with others
or to consider strategic questions further exemplifies his nineteenthcentury roots. Accustomed to Indian conflicts where independent commanders enjoyed .almost unlimited freedom, Miles lacked the interpersonal skills needed to cooperate with others. He and Secretary of
War Russell Alger feuded constantly. And when fighting Indians, the
army routinely failed to make strategic plans. The Spanish-American
War thus found it woefully unprepared. The navy had a set of contingency plans ready for the conflict-the army did not even have sufficient maps, much less strategic plans or arrangements for mobilization.
In an incredible miscalculation, Miles asserted that it was "quite probable" that the Spanish would send fleets of small boats to attack U.S.
docks, navy yards, and shipbuilding centers. As such, the army should
deploy at least 40,000 troops and its most advanced rapid firing guns
against Spanish invasion. The commanding general also counseled
delay in the invasion of Cuba, advice President William McKinley deemed
politically impossible. Fed up with the posturing of Miles and Alger,
McKinley wound up making most of the major military decisions himself. ls
.13. David A. Armstrong, Bullets and Bureaucrats: The Machine Gun and the United States
Army, 1861-1916 (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1982), 105; Miles to Alger,
December 5, 1898, Miles Collection; "Miles statements in hearing before Committee on
Military Affairs," February 8, 1916, Miles Collection.
'
'14. New York Times, February 1,1916 (first quotation); Miles to William Church,
February 17, 1916, box 2, William Church Papers, Library of Congress (hereafter cited
as Church Papers); New York Times, March 28, 1917 (second quotation).
15, Miles to Secretary of War, March 18 (quotation), April 15, 26, and June 4, 1898,
Miles Collection; Private Journal, April 20, May 10, 13, 26, 189~, John Long Collection,
Massachusetts Historical Society (hereafter cited as the Long Collection), Boston; John
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The invasion of Puerto Rico illustrates Miles' lack of concern about
long-range planning. Embarking for Puerto Rico, he intended to land
at Fajardo, on the northeastern tip of the· island. During the voyage,
however, the general ascertained that he had not brought along enough
landing craft. He also feared that the Spanish knew his plans. As such,
he abruptly changed his mind, ignoring Fajardo for Guanica, on the
southwestern tip of Puerto Rico. After a few initial mix-ups-understandable considering the eleventh-hour change-the operation proceeded smoothly and Miles captured the island with little bloodshed.
Crucial, however, is the lack of foresight and cavalier attitude taken in
regards to the landing site. He certainly confused Secretary of War
Alger, who asked: "Conflicting reports here as to your place of landing.
Why did you change?" Too busy to explain his intentions to Alger,
Miles did manage to squeeze out enough time to outline his newly
formulated plans in a twelfth-hour letter to a recently widowed female
friend in whom he had taken a special interest. 16
A product of the nineteenth century, Miles, along with most of
his fellow countrymen, seemed somewhat bewildered by what the war
had wrought. In attempting to assess the nation's security needs following the war's close, Miles believed Puerto Rico a fine military base,
well worth keeping. Across the continent and nearly twenty years
earlier, he had also suggested that the army move into British Columbia. Skeptics might note, of course, that Miles had led the invasion of
Puerto Rico and commanded troops along the Canadian border. When
it came to lands in which he had no personal stake, however, Miles
proved a staunch anti-imperialist. He steadfastly opposed the occupation of the Philippines, and later labeled the League of Nations an
unnecessary "super-government." To Miles, money spent in pacifying
the Philippines or in building the Panama Canal could be better spent
in providing roads and irrigation for lands west of the Mississippi
River. 17
J. Pershing Memoirs, chapter 7, 7-10, box 380, John J. Pershing Papers, Library of
Congress; Lewis L. Gould, The Spanish-American War and President McKinley (Lawrence:
University of Kansas, 1982); David F. Trask, The War with Spain in 1898 (New York:
Macmillan Company, 1981). For criticism of Miles, see Private Journal, May 10, 13, 28,
1898; John Long to Agnes, June 27, 1898, Long Collection; Alfred Thayer Mahan to Long,
August 5, 1898; November 16, 1898, Alfred Thayer Mahan: The Man and His Letters, Robert
Seager II, ed. (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1977), 573, 612.
.
16. Alger to Miles, July 26, 1898, Alger Papers (quotation); Miles to Mrs. Heintzelman, July 24, 1898, Miles Miscellaneous Collection, Hayes Library; Miles, Serving the
Republic, 296-97.
17. Miles to Sherman, December 12, 1881, Sherman Papers, roll 30; Miles to Heint-
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Realizing that the mistakes of the Spanish-American War mandated at least some change, Miles dusted off a proposal he had made
twenty years earlier. Lacking innovation, he reverted to oft-suggested
concepts. He believed that the army's problems stemmed from a lack
of cooperation between officers in the field and army bureaucracy. To
correct this problem, the general supported a systematized rotation of
staff and line officers. He also sought to keep the men he most trustedCivil and Indian wars veterans who had compiled solid battlefield
records but seemed slow to accept any organizational change-in positions of authority. In essence, Miles hoped to increase efficiency without infringing on the powers of the commanding general or admitting
administrative reformers into the army's inner circles of power. 18
This was not enough for recently appointed Secretary of War Root,
who believed a massive overhaul necessary. Root tired of Miles' colossal
ego and obstinate refusal to make meaningful reforms. "He is a rather
annoying obstacle to pretty much every movement for reform of army
organization and administration," complained the secretary. Root recognized that the traditional controversy between secretary of war and
commanding general over control of the army lay at the core of the
administrative difficulties. He gradually developed a formula, loosely
based on the German model, for a permanent general staff to consider
questions of planning, strategy, supply, and organization. His scheme
left no place for the position of commanding general, particularly when
a man like Miles held that position.1 9
Miles countered by arguing that the commanding general needed
greater authority than the secretary had envisioned. In Miles' view,junior officers would wrongly usurp the influence of older Civil War
zelman, August 13, 1898, Miles Miscellaneous Collection, Hayes Library; Democratic
National Committee, The Campaign Textbook of the Democratic Party of the United States 1904
(New York: Headquarters Democratic National Committee, 1904), 183-84; Miles to Mrs.
A. W. Cook, July 28, 1924, Miles Collection (quotation); Miles to Edward A. Atkinson,
May 6, 1904, Edward A. Atkinson Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society.
18. Miles to Secretary of War, May 13, 1878, microfilm edition 1064, roll 525, Commission Branch, Adjutant General's Office; J. M. Lee to J. Breckinridge, November 26,
1898, box 606, Breckinridge Family Papers, Library of Congress; Miles to Secretary of
War, May 10, November 15, 1900, Miles Collection; Miles to Church, March 26, 1902,
. box 2, Church Papers.
19. Root to J. B. Bishop, April 10, 1902, Letterbooks, box 180, Root Papers (quotation); Elihu Root, Military and Colonial Policy of the United States: Addresses and Reports, ed.
Robert Bacon and James Brown Scott (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1916);
William H. Carter, "Creation of American General Staff," Senate Miscellaneous Document
Number 119, Sixty-eighth Congress, First session, II, serial 8254; Young to Secretary of
War, December 12, 1902, S. B. M. Young Papers, United States Army Military History
Institute.
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veterans if Root's general staff scheme were adopted. Civil War veterans
gave "tone and character to the Army," claimed Miles, "and this is so
much needed in view of the fact that so many new men have been
pushed into the Army during the last few years, many of whom have
been given unusual rank and station." Miles challenged the secretary
throughout the latter months of 1901, publicly questioning the findings
of a naval court of inquiry and asserting that Root had transferred too
many cavalry to the cities. The commanding general continued to press
traditional nineteenth-century concepts, arguing that "large numbers
of troublesome Indians" still demanded the army's constant attention. 20
Root, a former New York corporate lawyer, bristled at Miles's resistance. Privately, the secretary blasted Miles as being "disrespectful
and insubordinate," and instructed him "that his duty is to carry out
and not to attempt to defeat the plans of his official superiors." In
response to Miles' claims that too many cavalrymen were stationed
near cities and not enough near Indian reservations, Root outlined a
history of the army's recent decisions regarding barracks and permanent stations. As Root recognized, wars with the Indians were now
over. Clearly, Miles presented an obstacle to any substantive military
reform. 21
All now hinged on President Theodore Roosevelt. Before Roosevelt's ascension to the presidency, the two men had enjoyed an uneasy
alliance. As fellow veterans of the war with Spain, they shared a common bond and viewed their relationship as mutually beneficial. In a
series of sensational statements, Miles charged' military officials and
meatpackers with having conspired to supply American soldiers with
cans of rotten ("embalmed") beef. The chemicals used in the canning
process, according to Miles, poisoned the meat. Colonel Roosevelt
supported Miles' charges regarding the "embalmed beef." After an
investigating committee determined that Miles' charges were unfounded (the canned meat was unsuited for the tropical climate, often
contained dead insects, and had a bland, unappetizing flavor, but was
neither poisoned nor the product of a conspiracy), Roosevelt assured
the general that the failure by fellow officers to back up the allegations
20. Miles to Secretary of War, November 22, 1901, Miles Collection; Miles to Church,
March 26, 1902, box 2, Church Papers (first quotation); Root to Miles, December 19 and
21,1901; Miles to Root, December 20 and 21,1901; Henry C. Corbin to Miles, November
25,1901; Miles endorsement, November 25, 1901, box 19, Root Papers (second quotation).
21. The Root Papers, box 19, includes two endorsements from Root to Miles dated
December 18, 1901. One is a clear typed copy; the other, from which the quotations are
taken, is marked in pencil with the notation, "not sent."
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had left him "dumbfounded." Shortly thereafter, Miles asked Roosevelt
to be his running mate in the 1900 presidential election. 22
But two men with such enormous egos rarely make a lasting alliance. The army's embarrassing performance during the war with Spain
convinced Roosevelt that major changes were needed. The president
thus backed Secretary of War Root's proposed general staff. The two
also clashed over questions ,?f promotion, Miles' often-sensational public statements, and the continued occupation of the Philippines. Miles
ultimately committed a fatal error by suggesting that Roosevelt had
not been the hero of the charge up San Juan Hill. The president struck
back with savage fury, labeling Miles "a traitor" who "has acted like a
scoundrel." Newspapers ran the story that Roosevelt, in front of twenty
astonished onlookers, had intercepted Miles, shaking his finger and
shouting, "This thing must stop."23
The unequal contest was over almost before it started. The politicallynaive Miles stood no chance against Roosevelt. Root finally pushed
a revised reform package through Congress. Unwilling to risk charges
of unnecessary vengeance, the president allowed the general to remain
until he reached the mandatory retirement age of 64. In one last gesture
of humiliation, however, Roosevelt refused to write Miles a special
commendation upon his retirement, a gesture of courtesy earlier accorded Sherman, Sheridan, and John Schofield under similar circumstances. Miles never forgave his nemesis, gleefully lambasting Roosevelt
whenever the opportunity arose. In 1910, for example, Miles de~cribed
the former president's barnstorming as "vulgar," "disgusting," and
treasonous. 24 .
The career of Nelson Miles represents the best and the worst of
the "old army." His bravery was unquestioned. He was an aggressive
and tireless battlefield commander. He was certainly not ignorant of
contemporary developments in the social sciences, technology, politics,
and international affairs. Although he waffled on his views toward
Indians, Miles was by no means an unthinking murderer. His opposition to the army's use of torture during the Philippines insurrection,
22. Quotation in 1899, Elting E. Morison, ed., The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt (8
vols., Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), 2: 903, 911-14. Also see Roosevelt
letters to Paul Dana, Henry Cabot Lodge, and Root in ibid., 914, 1047-48, and ibid., 3:
242; and undated document marked "Memorandum," Miles Collection.
23. Morison, ed., Letters of Roosevelt, 2: 912, 1047-48; ibid., 3: 96, 232, 241, 567 (first
quotation); New York Times, December 29, 1901 (second quotation).
24. New York Times, March 23, 1902; A. Moot to Root, April 22, 1902, box 28, Root
Papers; Roosevelt to Lodge, September 3, 1903, Morison; ed., Letters of Roosevelt, 3: 587;
New York Times, October 4, 1910 (quotations).
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Nelson Miles died of a heart attack while taking his grandchildren to a circus
in 1925. His funeral procession attracted thousands. Courtesy Arizona Historical Society, Nelson A. Miles Portrait File.

though partially attributable to his desire to use the issue for his own
political purposes, again showed an officer who maintained a degree
of humanity despite the essentially violent nature of his profession. 25
Yet Miles, like many of his comrades, allowed personal interests
to affect his actions. He and his fellow officers spent more time fighting
for promotion and reliving their Civil War exploits than studying problems of military theory or strategy. The nineteenth-century army, like
Miles, reacted to emergencies rather than anticipating them. The frontier army, like Miles, made few strategic plans, and had no regular
group or organization which developed strategy on a routine basis.
His controversial service as commanding general was typical of that of
his predecessors. Conflicts between secretaries of war and commanding generals had occurred throughout the nineteenth century-Winfield Scott feuded with Jefferson Davis; William T. Sherman quarreled
with William Belknap; Phil Sheridan tested Robert Todd Lincoln. Miles
simply challenged the wrong president at the wrong time.
25. For examples of Miles' attacks on treatment of prisoners in the Philippines, and
the government's reaction, see New York Times, April 28 and May 16, 1903; William
Howard Taft to Root, November 22, 1902, box 164, Root Papers; Taft to Root, May 13,
1903, box 165, Root Papers.
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Miles envisioned new Indian conflicts upon taking command of
the army in the rnid-1890s. In 1897, Miles predicted violent encounters
between white newcomers and native peoples in Alaska. During the
Spanish-American War, the general kept substantial numbers of troops
near reservations to prevent possible outbreaks. He asked that volunteers be dispatched to discourage violence stemming from disputes
with Indians in Minnesota later that year. In 1901, he asserted that
military posts near the tribes "will have to be maintained for some
years to come. "26
Despite Miles' belief that new Indian conflicts were on the horizon,
the army's responsibilities had clearly changed. No longer could the
army patrol the frontiers as something akin to a national police force.
No longer could it refuse to consider questions of strategy, general
policy, and diplomacy. Whether it liked it or not, the army had to face
a new century and to deal with a vast new empire. The Civil War was
over; the Indians had been defeated; the frontier, at least officially, had
been declared closed. Understandably, Miles, who had spent much of
his life fighting rebels and Indians, could not accept, or even anticipate,
the new conditions of the twentieth century. Only with Miles' retirement in 1903 could the army begin to face up to its new imperial
responsibilities. Indeed, his departure signaled the end of the era of
the frontier army.

26. Miles to Adjutant General, March 16, 1893, Miles Collection; Report of Miles,
November 5, Annual Report of the Secretary of War [1895], (3'vols., Washington, 1898),
63-64; Report ofMiles, October 21, Annual Report of the ~cretary of War [1987], (3
vols., Washington, 1898), 90-91; Miles to Secretary of War, October 9, 1898, Letters sent
by the Headquarters of the Army (Main Series), 1828-1903, Record Group 108, microfilm
edition M 857, roll 15, vol. 35: 408, National Archives; Report of Miles, October 1, Annual
Report of the Secretary of War [1901], (3 vols., Washington, 1902) (quotation). See also
Wooster, Military and U.S. Indian Policy, 196-216.
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